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"Mother to Son" by ,Langston Hughes can be used as a 
e ncouraging students to use concrete language and 
writing a poem. Students are asked to imitate the 
the poem and then talk about how it feels to h% a 
from other poems 'they like, imitate ether poems, 
difference between poetry and prose . Students are then 
encouraged to write a concrete paragraph about a specific nonconcrete 
word such as "beauty" or "ti;utk." (TS). 



and 



ERIC 



*4c;ir**«*««*««*« *3j««*t^^^^*jf^^^ ♦♦♦♦♦♦ ♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦* 

♦ Documents acq.uired by ERIC include many infoirmal unpublished ; ♦ 

♦ materials net available from other sources. EBIC makes every effort ♦ 

♦ to obtain the best copy available. Nevertheless, i teips ^of^ji^ginal ♦ 

♦ reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality ♦ 

♦ of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions EPIC makes available ♦ 

♦ via the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). EDIS is not ♦ 
*, responsible for the quality ot, the original documieot. Reproductions ♦ 

♦ supplied by EDRS are the best tha^t can be made from, the original. ♦ 



/ 



us DEI»ARTMENTOFHEAl,TM, - PFRMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS COPV- 

COUCATION * WELFARE HIO.HTED MATERIAL HAS DEEN- «RAWTrp BY 



NATIONAL INStlTUTE 01* Fiv t5^rir»V 

: EDUCATION 

THIS OOCUMKNT HAS Bf-EN REfRO* . .^^ ' ^ ''^ , '% o ' • 

OUCeO f-XACTlY AS RE CEIVED FROM TQ ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONf, t)Pt RATI Nfi ElV SXOGK 

THr PeR5tONO«0«OANl/ATION ORIGIN^ . . • UNDER AQREEMENTR WJTH THE NA7I0NAUN '^'^^ ■ / : ' ' . 

AT I NG 1 T POINT '.Of VIC W OR OPINIONS f^TlTUTE OF EDUCATION FURTHER HHPRU o 4.^ 4,^*« T« 1 o v%/» P nmml m 1 ilV dolTeifire 

STATED DO NOT NlTCE l^SARftY REPRG- pM^^rjoN OUTSIDE THE mc, r.YSTEM «t - Staljen XS±Q,n(X UOmmUnXTiy V^UXJ-tSf^O 

SENtOFFICIAUNATlON/AUINSTITUteOF QUIRES PERMISSION OP THt; mPYi^lfiHT y ' ^ ' "\ 

EDUCATION pos.tion/or POLICY . ^ ^j^^ C 1 ty UnlVBrs 1 tjT of Ncw Yorlc 

' ■ I \ /' ••; •■" • ' ■ ■ ■ ■ : Vr-' • ■ - ■ 

Writ Wa Poem: A Lesson in Using Metaphor and Concr6te Language 



Pie poem on the attached sheet can be used as a stimulus 
for a writirig exercise in which • everyone in the class winds up 
using concrete language >nd metaphor and, incidentaXly, writes, 
a poem. The goal is to /imitate the -shape" of Hughses poem; 
that is, for each person to end up with his own 1)P em of about ' 
twenty lines of irregular length, based on ah extended metaphor. 

\/The preparation for. the actual writing la impbrtantf or 
inexperienced readers of poetry Who need to learn to focus on 
the actual words. ^Often I a6Jc. people to read the poein aloud 
Vin dir^^fetent ways wh3,b^ might include whisperinjg, it, ri^ading 
^it yxxfrn^yr^^ iV in falsetto, reading i"^ ti^ just one^ 
other person in the clalss. A 

• After we've spent fifteen minutes or so jreadingythe poem 
i ask each student to write down ohe concrete word /6r phrase 
which i^rhis" own metaphoric equivalent f or . "life\»;^. /I^^ 
hasn' t already , been articulated. I iisually Wy fi^ this point 
Wat Hughes -compares life to a"cr^^ 
have compared it to a kowl of , bherries. " "ff^e 

: own comparative term ilor what life is^gr ■isn»t. r^> 
I go around the rlom and write each "^^^i^e-^v^^^ 
. )?oard. >^ Of ten some .stuients will choose w^rfe^^^^ 
. "terrible. " or "beaujfcifiil" but 1 accept onlj^ cohere t^^ words 
(including "concrete" iWlf) which: can f^rn^sh 1:he^^^^^^ 
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an exw/d metaphor. Typical .haices. finally, might inoluda. , 
roiJairpl^ve.. s torn,, wavy ooea„. a,^ sevajal i|.osy.cratic 
cholces7i.o ■.cooteoach," no^lot-bowl." or'-frogr Iw. all , ^ 
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croalc In the end ) . 

4 talk about the words or phrases the students have chosen 

^nd /x: asK each person to choose one of the words on the hoard 
i/ishasiB-.a„d writ6 .a poem3ustme Hugheses. I ask: them 
Wstart th^ poem with the line "Well, son, I'll tell you." 
^„d it with -And^l-ife for me ain't been (or -has been-).,- 
, them to use language, throughout which fits the basic image. 
While they write I walk around- the room and look at what 
they-re doing, -sually this means remindi;>g several people to ■ 
stick to'the "Shape" Of Itughesas poem and not , to write rhymed ^ 

couplets,' , , ■ . ■ ,/ ' 

After evefyone'has finished (and, without exception, all 

Of the o*n-admiWon; students' -in my clas^es have ai»m „ 

finished L acceptable poem), we read the. to each other.. 
■ This Lercisfe has aUys worked.no ma.tter the level o* 

abllit^ofV ^' ''^^ skilled find it challenking,. 

. the relativ^y unskilled find it not^l^.challenging.but al^^ 

, possible. 

Follow up' 

talk about Vow it feels.to be a poet, 
we ie^ about Vether or not it .as . good idea to i.it.te the! 

poe. by B^^^^^ 
of certain lengths,. *N 
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I might ask them to find images from other poenis they like and 
bring them , in. " . V| * . 

I might assfe them t6 imitate another poem- by writing a poem of 
their own shaped like it. Wallace Stevens •^Thirte.en Ways of 
Locking at a; blackbird" is a good clioice becaus^ its shape is 
less restrictive than Hughses. . ; 

Onqh all of this led to a discussion of various poetic forms • 
Often I find this exercise a useful reference point when 
discussing the student's other writing with him. I sometimes 
ask people to run a single .4wiag^ through papers they are revising 
as they did when they wrote ••the poem.** . 
After we 'discuss the difference between poetry i^rid prose, X mi^ht 
ask each person to give me one general word like "beauty" or ^ 
"truth" and ask everyone .to choose one and write a concrete 
paragraph about that general word# * V 

I The reaction of the classes I've tried this with ha^ been 
ovierwhelmingly positive. . And everyone has always written a 'poem 
-of wisich he could be proud. Always. Everyone. 



Mother to Son 
1 Langs ton Hughes 



Well, son, I'll tell youj 
Life for me ain't been no crystal stair. 
It's had tacks in it. 
And splinters p 
And boards torn up. 

And plaices with no carpet on the flodr— 
Bare. • , ' 

But all the time 
I'se been a-climbin* on. 
And reachin' landings , 
And turnin' corners ^ 
And sometimes goin' in the dark 
Where there ain't been ^no light. ^ 
Sot boy I don't you turn back. 
Don't you set down on the steps 
•Cau^e V^u finds it kinder hard. 
Don't you fall now. — > 
For I'se still goin' , honey t 
I'se still climbin't 

r , 

And life for me ain't been no crystal /t^tair. 
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I might ask them to find icnages from other poems they like and 
bring them, in. 

I might as^( them^ to imitate another poem by writing a poem of 
their own shaped like it. Wallace Stevens "Thirteen Ways of 
Looking at a .Blackbird'' is a g:ood choice becaus^ its shape is 
less restrictive than Hughses. . • 

Orice all of this led to a discussion of various poetic forms. 
Often I find this exercise a useful refereilce point when 
discussing the student's other writing -witn'^m. I sometimes 
ask people to run a s ingle .dmage through papers they are revising 
as theiy did when they wrote **the poem." 

After we discuss the difference ^between poetry ind prose, I might 
ask each person to give me one general word like "beauty"^ or 
••truth" and ask everyone to choose one and write a concrete 
paragraph ab^t that general word. * 



The reaction of the classes I've tried this with has been 
overwhelmingly positive. And everyone has always written a f)oem 
of wHich he could be^ proud. Always * Everyone. 
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Well,, son, I'll tell you: 
Life for rae ain'i; been no crystal stair. 
It's had tacks in it, 
And splinters, 
And boards torn up,. 

And places with no carpet on the floor — 
Bare . 

But all the time 
l\se been a-climbin' on, 
And reachin* laindin's, 
And turnin' comers, 
Arid sometimes goin* in^ the dark 
Where there ain't been ^ no light. 
So, ^OYf don^t you turn back. 
Don't you set down on the steps 
•Cause you finds it kinder hard. 
Don't you fall now — 
?or I's^ still goin' , hbney, 
I'se still climbin'f 

And^ lif e for me ^^.n't been no' crystal^tair. 
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